It is hard to think of another poet writing in English-not even John Skelton, whose skittish measures Jonson follows in the lines just quoted, or Yeats, who studied Jonson's verse with such attention-who so frequently offers himself as the object or subject of his own poetic scrutiny. 6 This contrast between the two writers-the one, seemingly absent from the text; the other, seemingly immanent; more pressingly, more personally, at our side-assumes a particular interest in relation to the central question I want to pursue in this lecture: the emergence of an early modern concept of authorship. Shakespeare <Significantly uses the word 'author' self-referentially on only two occasions in the entire canon, and then with an air of mild self-deprecation. 'One word more, I beseech you', says the speaker of the Epilogue of 2 Henry IV, 'If you be not too much cloy'd with fat meat, our humble author will continue the story, with Sir John in it, and make you merry with fair Katherine of France; where (for anything I know) Falstaff shall die of a sweat, unless already a be kill'd with your hard opinions ' (lines 26-31) . The word emerges again in the final Chorus to Henry V:
Thus far, with rough and all unable pen Our bending author hath pursu'd the story, In little room confining..mighty men,
Mangling by starts the full course of their glory.
(1-4) 7 .r
This author seems to apologise humbly, bendingly, through his actors, not just (in time-honoured style) for a lack of_personal talent, but-one might almost say-for the very genre in which he dares to write; for the physical limitations of the playhouse in which he works, and the dubious status of his chosen literary vehicle: the drama. Such diffidence speaks to an age in which plays, in the scale of literary creation, were not highly regarded; in which Sir Thomas Bodley, with fatal lack of speculative instinct, famously instructed his librarian not to bother collecting mere playbooks for his grand new repository in Oxford; in which dramatic composition was still largely a backroom and anonymous affair. 8 The actual identity of the humble author of 2 Henry IV, the bending author ofHenry V, would probably have been unknown to the majority of playgoers in the 1590s. Now here in the theatre of this time was the author's name displayed or evident. Theatre programmes did not yet exist, and while theatrical playbills advertising the pieces to be performed might include the titles of the works in question and the names of one or two 7 See Mark Rose's lively study, Authors and Owners: The Invention of Copyright (Cambridge, MA, 1993) , p. 26. Quotations from The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. Harry Levin and others (Boston, etc., 1974) . 8 
Letters of Sir Thomas Bodley to Thomas James, Keeper of the Bodleian Library, ed. G. W.
Wheeler (Oxford, 1926) , pp. 219-20; G. E. Bentley, The Profession of Dramatist in Shakespeare's Time, 1590 -1642 (Princeton, NJ, 1971 , chap. 2, 'Status of Dramatists'. As Heidi Brayman Hackel has shown, Bodley's disapproval of playbooks was not widely shared amongst private collectors, but may have reflected particular views about the composition of.a university collection, and the disproportionate space such items might occupy: '"Rowme" of Its Own: Printed Drama in Early Libraries ', chap. 7 (Oxford, 1983) . principal actors-who were often well known to the play-going publicthe authors' names were not thought worthy of mention in playbills until the final years of the seventeenth century, when their public accreditation attracted comment as something of a novelty. 9 So far from constituting an 'enigma' or a 'conspiracy', Shakespeare's relative invisibility as a writer of plays was an unsurprising consequence of the working conditions of the theatre of his time. Like the musical composer (a word first recorded in the late 1590s) the dramatic author, as an accredited professional category and a person worthy of public notice, did not yet fully exist. 10 There was not even yet a settled term to describe such a person. The words most commonly used in modern times to denote a writer of plays, dramatist and playwright, did not appear until after the Restoration, if the Oxford English Dictionary is to be trusted, and seem to have been slow even then to move into popular currency. 'Playwright', as it happensthe OED has missed these examples-is a word that is actually found in three epigrams written by Ben Jonson before 1612, where it is used as a term of unmitigated contempt. The word may perhaps be Jonson's invention.ll Here is one of the epigrams, 'To Playwright'. 9 Commenting on a playbill accompanying a revival of The Double Dealer that bore the words, 'Written by Mr Congreve; with Several! Expressions omitted', John Dryden wrote to Mrs Steward (4 Mar. 1698/9) that 'the printing of an Authours name in a Play bill, is a new manner of proceeding, at least in England': Charles E. Ward (ed.), The Letters of John Dryden With Letters Addressed to Him (Durham, NC, 1942) , letter 59, pp. 112-13; cit. Bentley, The Profession of Dramatist, pp. 60-1. Some awareness of the identity of the author must nevertheless be assumed in plays such as Dekker's Satiromastix, which tauntingly refers to Jonson's physical appearance and personal characteristics. _ 10 OED's first example of 'composer' in its musicaf sense is from Thomas Morley's A plaine and easie introduction to practical! musicke, 1597. The word was also commonly used at this time in relation to a writer of literary works. On the nineteenth-century development of the concept of the musical composer (and the variety of terms preceding its establishment), see Lydia Goehr, The Imaginary Museum of Musical Works (Oxford, 1992) .-: 11 Another early occurrence of the word is to be found in the commendatory verses of 'Cygnus'-probably Jonson's friend, Hugh Holland-prefixed to the quarto edition of Sejanus in 1605, that distinguish, in Jonsonian style, the work of 'the deserving Author', from that of 'the crew I Of common playwrights ' (Ben Jonson, ed. Herford and Simpson, 11. 314 With such jointly written plays, it might often haye been difficult to say precisely where responsibility for particular scenes, lines, and episodes finally lay. When Jonson and two fellow-actors from Pembroke's company, Robert Shaa and Gabriel Spencer, were incarcerated· in Marshalsea Prison in 1597 following the performance of the notorious, now-lost satirical piece, The Isle of Dogs-co-written by Jonson and Thomas Nashe (who had prudently fled to the safety of Great Yarmouth)-all those concerned, including the actors, who may have added their own improvised material, seem sturdily to have denied responsibility for whatever it was that had caused the offence. This pattern was later repeated when Jonson and one of his two co-authors, George Chapman, were arrested following performances of another play which angered those in authority, Eastward Hoi In such contexts as these, the very notion of authorship seemed as elusive as some of the authors themselves (John Marston, the third collaborator on Eastward Hoi, having this time seemingly slipped through the net).
~
Yet as Jonson's career advanced from the late 1590s he began increasingly to create and assert an authorial identity, a dramatic character resembling and representing himself, a figure who hovers generally just out of sight, almost within earshot, at the very borders of the dramatic action: 'he do not hear me I hope', says Carlo Buffone in Every Man Out of His Humour (Grex before Act 1, 342); 'I am looking, lest the poet hear me', says the Stage-Keeper in the Induction to Bartholomew Fair (7-8). This figure of The Author sends his agents and emissaries occasionally forward to speak on his behalf in prologues and epilogues, inductions and choruses, and threatens at times to intervene directly, to walk if need be straight on to the stage, to set matters right. Ben Jonson seems, like Bernard Shaw after him, to have been a disconcertingly close and demanding observer of his own plays in performance, to judge from Sir Vaughan's rebuke to the character of Horace-a thinly disguised representation of Jonson-in Dekker's satiric~! comedy Satiromastix in 1601:
you shall not sit in a gallery, when your comedies and interludes have entered their actions, and there make vile and bad faces at every line, to make sentlemen have aeyetoyou, and tomakeplayersafraid totakeyourpart. (5. 2. 298-301) 17 In the Induction to Jonson's own comedy, Cynthia's Revels, one of the three child actors (who are struggling between themselves as to who is to speak the prologue) asks where the author of the play may be at this moment. One of his companions insists that he is nowhere near at hand; for this author, unlike other authors, always keeps his distance, always behaves decorously behind the scenes:
We are not so officiously befriended by him, as to have his presence in the tiring house, to prompt us aloud, stamp at the book-holder, swear for our properties, curse the poor tire-man, rail the music out of tune, and sweat for every venial trespass we commit, as some author would... This elaborate denial, ma'i-kedly at odds with other evidence of Jonson's behaviour in the playhouse, may well have prompted a smile amongst members of the company. Gossip Mirth in Jonson's later comedy, The Staple of News, has glimpsed the author in another mood, 'rolling himself up and down like a tun' in sweaty agitation as he issues last-minute directions to the actors in the tiring-room .
. . . never did vessel of wort or wine work so! His sweating put me in mind of a good Shroving-dish (and I believe would be taken up for a service of state somewhere, an't were known)-a stewed poet! He doth sit like an unbraced drum with one of his heads beaten out. For that you must note, a poet hath two heads as a drum hath. One for making, the other repeating; and his repeating head is all to pieces. . . (Induction, (62) (63) (64) (65) (66) (67) (68) (69) (70) Earlier in his career, at the start of his satirical comedy, Poetaster, Jonson had famously presented a Prologue clad in full armour, who speaks in robust defence of the play's author, and explains his dress as follows: 20 Here the figure of The Author is discovered in his study, lamenting the ignorance of his audienges and his critics, declaring at some length his total indifference to their opinions, and-in a wonderfully tormented moment of simultaneous self-exposure and retreat-his wish to be left alone.
18 Despite Jonson's seeming hesitations in the epilogue to Cynthia's Revels over the appropriate tone to adopt in an authorial address ('I neither inust be faint, remiss, nor sorry, I Sour, serious, confident, nor peremptory, I But betwixt these': 9-11), the epilogue's climatic line-'By (-)'tis good, and if you like't, you may'-had already attracted mockery. Jonson worries over the line's reception in Poetaster, prologue, [15] [16] [17] [18] [19] [20] Leave me. There's something come into my thought That must and shall be sung, high and aloof, Safe from the wolf's black jaw and the dull ass's hoof. Though such a personal appearance by a dramatic author was (to the best of my knowledge) without precedent on the English stage, a similar defence of the authority of the author was a familiar feature of Greek Old Comedy, as Jonson would have known, when the leader of the chorus, in a movement known as parabasis, would come forward (turning aside from the dramatic action) and address the audience directly on behalf of the poet, speaking in his na~e, praising his work, denigrating the work of rivals, and exhorting the audience to pay attention. 21 In the Apologetical Dialogue to Poetaster Jonson imports into the English theatre, and aligns himself with, a model of authorship derived partly from the example of Aristophanes and his contemporaries and partly also from 'those great master spirits', the poets of Augustan Rome-Virgil, Horace, Ovidwho are central characters in the action of his own comedy just ended, Poetaster.
Jonson scatters these small . self-portraits throughout his plays in almost Hitchcockian style as a kind of personal signature, a reminder of human agency, of the tenuous but enduring link between artist and artefact. Viewed in one light, they could be seen as a means of maintaining vestigial control over the work which the author has entrusted to the skills of the players and the critical judgement of the play-going public. Viewed another way, they seem to acknowledge, often with some humour, the author's impotence, his in-ability any longer wholly to direct or possess the work he has brought into being.
When we do give, Alfonso, to the light A work of ours, we part with our own right; For then all mouths will judge, and their own way;
The learned have no more privilege than the lay. Epigrams, 131. 1-4
Jonson wrote these lines to his friend Alfonso Ferrabosco-composer, violist, lutanist, and musical instructor to Prince Henry-on the publication of his musical Lessons in 1609, adding some words of classical con- The author: such repeated references-even in humorous contexts such as this-bring into prominence, and confer new status upon, the hitherto obscure writer of the dramatic work. Jonson, one might say, invents the idea of the author-not in the same manner that he may invent such words as 'playwright', 'stage-wright', 'poetaster', terms not hitherto known in English, but as Renaissance rhetoricians understood invention, inventio, as a happy discovery of an already existing term or subject which could be manipulated in a novel way. 25 The word 'author' was as old as creation itself, its dignity deriving from its evident association with the godhead, 'the author of eternaJ salvation', 'the author ... of peace', 'the author and finisher of our faith', as the King James Bible has it; 'the author both of life and light', as Jonson himself writes in his 22 Horace, Epistles, I. 20. 6; Persius, Satires, l. 7. 23 This sentence does not appear in the holograph, but is inserted significantly in the published texts, quarto and folio, after line 679. 24 Neither let it be deemed too saucy a comparison to balance the highest point of man's wit with the efficacy of Nature; but rather give right honour to the heavenly Maker of that maker, who having made man to His own likeness, set him beyond and over all the works of that second nature: which in nothing he showeth so much as in Poetry, when with the force of a divine breath he bringeth things forth far surpassing her doings, with no small argument to the incredulous of that first accursed fall of Adam: since our erected wit maketh us know what perfection is, and yet our infected will keepeth us from reaching it. But these arguments will by few beiinderstood, and by fewer granted. Thus much (I hope) will be given me, that the Greeks with some probability of reason gave him the name above all names of learning. 27
Sidney's Apology focuses closely on the etymology and inherited significance of the terms associated with poetic activity.
Among the Romans a poet was called vates, which is as much as a diviner, foreseer, or prophet, as by his conjoined words vaticinium and vaticinari is manifest: so heavenly a title did that excellent people bestow upon this heart-ravishing knowledge. 28 'A Poet is as much to say as a maker', declares George Puttenham in similar fashion at the outset of The Arte of English Poesie in 1589, '
And our English name well conformes with the Greeke word: for of poiein to make, they call a maker Poeta. Such as (by way of resemblance and reverently) we may say of God: who without any travell to his divine imagination, made all the world of nought ....
29
Jonson inherits this Sidneyan view of the writer's god-like role, whose value was mysteriously expressed through, and vested in, the terminology with which it was traditionally associated. At a time when many of the terms used in relation to literary activity and to the professions more generally in early modern England were still quite fluid and unstable, Jonson's own usage remained remarkably precise and consistent. He distinguished sharply between poets (or makers), on the one hand, and mere versifiers (or rhymers), on the other:~ rhymer and a poet are two things', as he remarks tartly in Discoveries (lines 2448-9). Samuel Daniel would pass as a rhymer, but not as a poet. 30 In the Epistle Dedicatory to Volpone Jonson notes that nothing nowadays remains 'of the dignity of poet but the abused name, which every scribe usurps' (lines 34--5), and attempts to set out the true significance of that term. 31 Jonson described himself at times as a 'maker', but more regularly as a 'poet'. 'In his merry humour he was wont to name himself The Poet', noted Drummond wryly. 32 ~uthor' is a word that Jonson employed with a similar care and consciousness of its traditional signification. The Latin root-word, auctor, carried a range of senses ('promoter', 'producer', 'father', 'progenitor', 'originator', 'performer', 'authority', 'teacher~ 'counsellor', 'advisor', etc.) as well as the sense that has come to dominate its modern English derivative: 'writer'. In Renaissance usage, the words auctor and 'author' might signify the patron or enabler of an artistic work, as well as the actual artist. Thus Lorenzo de' Medici (for example) was described as the auctor, the author, of the church of San Gallo in Florence; a usage which, as F. W. Kent observes, 'may imply that Lorenzo was both entrepreneurially and creatively involved in its construction', though 'architectural historians almost unanimously attribute its design to Giuliano da Sangallo.' 33 In a similar fashion the Venetian ambassador who witnessed a performance at court of .Jonson's Masque of Beauty described Queen Anne, who commissioned and danced in the masque, as 'the authoress of 30 Jonson told William Drummond of Hawthornden that 'Samuel Daniel was a good honest man, had no children, but no poet' (Conversations with Drummond, lines 23-4). Earlier he had written that the Countess of Bedford, in giving her patronage to Daniel, was thought to have 'a better verser got I (Or "poet", in the court account) than I .. . ' (The Forest, . Mercury remarks of Hedon in Cynthia's Revels (Q), 2. l. 45-9 that 'he loves to have a fencer, a pedant, and a musician seen in his lodging a-mornings'. Cupid: 'And not a poet?' Mercury: 'Fie, no; himself is a rhymer, and that's a thought better than a poet. Significantly, however, Jonson chose never to use the term 'author' in relation to his colleague, Inigo Jones, despite the two men's close and brilliant collaborations at court. When In-and-In Medlay in Jonson's late comedy, A Tale of a Tub-a character obviously representing Inigo Jones-claims he is the 'author' of a village puppet-show, he is sharply contradicted by his compadion Squire Tub, who tells him he is merely the 'workman' or 'artificer' (A Tale of a Tub, 5. 7. 22-3). The comic dispute about the nature of auth~rshipin this comedy mirrors the real life dispute between Jonson and Jones as to which of them was the true or primary 'inventor' of the masques which they collaboratively brought into being (Medlay in A Tale of a Tub 'must be sole inventor', grumbles the 'great writer', D'ogenes Scriben, 5. 2. 37). 36 Jonson was equally reserved about Jones's adoption of the term 'architect' to designate his profession. Like 'author', 'poet', 'maker', the word architect seemed to carry-presumptuously, in Jonson's view-a suggestion of divine power, for God himself was known as 'the great architect', as Raphael was to call him in Paradise Lost (8. 72). Even in non-Christian contexts, the word 'architecture' and its cognates had developed special connotations. Architectonike was the term used by Aristotle to describe the ultimate end to which all knowledge was directed and subordinate, namely, virtuous action. Jones's 'Almighty architecture', .:on the other hand, was for Jonson not simply 34 Calendar of State Papers (Venetian) 1607-10, p. 86. I am grateful to Professor Martin Butler for this reference. With a playful consciousness of the family's literary reputation, Jonson similarly describes the Sidneys as 'authors of the feast' designed to celebrate the twenty-first birthday of Sir William Sidney: The Forest, 14. 10. 35 Describing the dances in Hymenaei, Jonson writes: 'Here they danced forth a most neat and curious measure, full of subtlety and device, which was so excellently performed as it seemed to take away that spirit from the invention, which the invention gave to it; and left it doubtful whether the forms flowed more perfectly from the author's brain or their feet ' (310-14) . Here Jonson's prose leaves it equally and appropriately doubtful whether 'the author' on this occasion is Jonson himself or his choreographer. devoid of ethical content; it was mere technical work, a kind of trade dangerously close to bricklaying. 37 The precise meaning of the word author continued to attract discussion during Jonson's lifetime. In Thomas Hobbes's account 'Of Persons, Authors, and things personated' in chapter 16 of Leviathan the author is seen as the ultimate owner and authoriser of words or actions that might however be spoken or negotiated or personated on his behalf by someone else, who is variously described by Hobbes as a persona, a person, an actor.
The word Person is latine; instead whereof the Greeks have prosopon, which signifies the Face, as Persona in latine signifies the disguise, or outward appearance of a man, counterfeited on the Stage; and sometimes more particularly that part of it, which disguiseth the face, as a Mask or Visard: And from the Stage, hath been translated to any Representer of speech and action, as well in Tribunalls, as Theaters.
38
Hobbes is here exploring a question that lay at the very heart of contemporary political and religious debate: where civil authority ultimately lay. Quentin Skinner, in an acute analysis of this section of Leviathan, points to a curious oddity in Hobbes's use of the theatrical analogy, for in the theatre of Hobbes's time ultimate authority lay not with the author but with the regulating officer, acting on the monarch's behalf, who licensed plays for theatrical performance: the Master of the Revels. 39 Jonson, oddly enough, had been granted the reversion of this post in 1621; while he never finally inherited this position, he was well acquainted with its mode of operation, and with the conflicting kinds of 'authority ' (legal, authorial, popular, etc.) that vied for supremacy within the theatre of his time. 40 According to John Aubrey, Jonson was Hobbes's 'loving and familiar friend and acquaintance' and closely associated with him and his intellectual circle during the 1620s and 1630s. 41 It is tempting to wonder if Hobbes's thinking on the question of authorship may not have been stimulated by his familiarity with Jonson's own dramatic practice, and even conceivably through conversations with Jonson himself. A comedy such as Bartholomew Fair explores the very terrain of chapter 16 of Leviathan, asking where authority finally rests both within the theatre and in society at large, presenting an array of petty officials who serve as agents or deputies-persons, in Hobbes's terminology-who act on delegated authority, claiming, in a wild collision of conflicting interests, licence or warrant for their actions. Tfie authority they claim derives variously from the Judge of Pie Powders, from a guardian, from a husband, from the king, from the common~ealth, from scripture, from the Master of the Revels. 'Sir, I present nothing but"What is licensed by authority', protests the puppeteer, Lantern Leatherhead, as the Puritan Zeal-of-the-Land Busy angrily demolishes his show. 'Thou art all licence, even licentiousness itself, Shimei!', exclaims Busy. 'I have the Master of the Revels' hand for't, sir', responds Leather head. 'The Master of Rebels' hand, thou hast', says Busy: 'Satan's ' (5. 5. 14-20) . In an epilogue written for performance of the play at Court, Jonson makes it clear that final authority, the ultimate licence or warrant for what is allowed in the kingdom, is firmly vested in King James himself. 42 When Bartholomew Fair was performed before King James in 1614, Shakespeare had already retired to Stratford upon Avon, having made, in what must seem to modern eyes an astonishing act of neglect or renunciation, no apparent effort'io bring his works together in collected form, to present a Shakespearian canon to the world. Jonson's attitude to publication differed from that of Shakespeare in a number of obvious ways. From his earliest professional years Jonson had methodically prepared quarto editions of his individual plays-including, defiantly, those which had not succeeded in the theatre, and those over which he had, legally speaking (as Joseph Lowenstein has shown in remarkable detail) no formal rights of ownership-confidently proclaiming his authorship on the title pages. 43 The traditional belief that Shakespeare and the theatrical 41 Aubrey's 'Brief Lives', ed. A. Clark, 2 vols. (Oxford, 1898), I. 365. 42 Jonson's use of authorial delegates-characters who speak on the author's behalf-closely anticipates the role that Hobbes attributes to the persona: 'if you please to confer with our author by attorney, you may sir', comments one of the boys in the Induction to Cynthia's Revels (136--7), 'our proper self here stands for him '. Cf. The Magnetic Lady, Induction, 14-16. 43 Joseph Loewenstein, Jonson and Possessive Authorship (Cambridge, 2002) ; 'The Script in the Marketplace', in Greenblatt (ed.), Representing the English Renaissance, pp. 265-78; and The company for which he worked were, by way of contrast, wholly indifferent or opposed to publication of play texts has been sharply challenged in recent years. During the early part at least of Shakespeare's career-as Lukas Erne has persuasively argued in an important revisionist studyShakespeare and the Lord Chamberlain's Men seem to have regarded the publication of his plays in quarto format as conducive to their commercial success in the playhouse, rather than prejudicial. While the company normally left an interval of about two years between first performance of a play and its entry in the Stationers' Register, it seems to have found publication a useful means of reviving theatrical interest in plays that were no longer entirely new in performance. Of the first dozen or so plays that Shakespeare wrote for the Chamberlain's Men, as Erne points out, 'not a single one that could legally have been printed remained unprinted by 1602'. Many of these quartos carried the author's name, as Jonson's did. 44 Yet the evidence for Shakespeare's continuing interest in the publication of plays during the latter part of his career (post-1602) is less coherent and less compelling; and the notion that he ~ay have begun to prepare a collected edition of his writings during his final years in Stratford remains entirely speculative, and based in part on dubious anecdote. If Shakespeare, early in his career, shrewdly perceived that publication of his plays might be of practical advantage to his company, it is none the less difficult to see him as driven by the same authorial imperative, the same systematic recourse to the medium of print, that Jonson's lifelong record of publishing seems to imply. 4 5 In 1616, the year of Shakespeare's death, the printer and bookseller William Stansby produced under Jonson's watchful eye a folio collection of The Works of Benjamin Jonson: a volume comprising more than a dozen Court masques, a handful of entertainments, a panegyrical address to King James on his entry to the first session of parliament in 1604, two substantial collections of verse, and-most controversially-a group of nine plays, a kind Of writing seldom before included in England in any volume bearing the serious title Works. 'Pray tell me, Ben', wrote one wag later, 'where doth the mystery lurk, I What others call a play you call a worke'. 46 Yet through the 1616 folio, modelled as it was in part on Renaissance editions of classical authors, and in part on the great folio edition of King James's worlts published earlier that same year, Jonson was signalling his wish to elevate drama to a more serious literary status, and to present himself as no 91ere playwright, but as an author of classical range, dignity, and proportion. ~-This annual lecture recognises Shakespeare's undisputed genius, his unrivalled standing in the field of English literature. That modern consensus is in no way diminished if we recall that during the century or so following his death it was not William Shakespeare but Ben Jonson who was reckoned by many good judges to have been the greatest writer England had ever produced. 47 Such a verdict, however fantastical it may appear to later generations, was perhaps in part encouraged by Jonson's more forward style of. self-presentation, which I have tried to illustrate here; and validated in part by Jonson's sheer versatility and ambition as a writer, venturing as he did into so many branches of humanistic learning: as poet, as deviser of Court and civic entertainments, as dramatist, as historian, philologist, rheto.:rician, as writer on statecraft, social conduct, theology, as England's first literary critic worthy of the name. Jonson too in his own fashion was a great factotum, a Dominus Do-All, but he found a more flattering name to describe his chosen role, and that name was Author.
When in the early 1620s members of Shakespeare's old company, heading off a venture from a rival bookseller, began to prepare for publi-cation a collected folio edition of his dramatic works, they were assisted by Jonson himself, who prepared two poems which stand at the head of the 1623 First Folio. He may also-as numerous small stylistic touches suggest-have drafted the famous address 'To the great Variety of Readers' that is signed by the player~ John Heminge and Henry Condell: 48 It had bene a thing, we confesse, worthie to have bene wished, that the Author himselfe had liu'd to set forth, and ouerseen his owne writings; But since it hath bin ordain'd otherwise, and he by death departed from that right, we pray you do not envie his Friends, the office of their care, and paine, to haue collected & · publish'd them ... ' The Author himselfe': Shakespeare here is dignified with the styling that, throughout his lifetime, he was generally reluctant to adopt, but that is now emphatically accorded to him by his friends, to whom the 'right' of publication has passed.
That styling is repeated in the title of Jonson's poem 'To the Memory of My Beloved, The Author, Mr William Shakespeare, and What He Hath Left Us', in which those words, THE AUTHOR, are significantly emphasised in large-sized upper-case typography. Jonson's poem places Shakespeare above all other English writers for the stage, alongside the greatest dramatic authors of antiquity, Aeschylus, Euripides, Sophocles, Seneca; hailing him as a 'Starre of Poets', now standing high in the heavens, visible and illuminating to all. The dramatic author is no longer an anonymous backroom boy, but has become at last a star. In another brief poem accompanying Martin Droeshout's famous engraving of Shakespeare, Jonson vouches for the likeness of the portrait, but urges the reader to study not Shakespeare's picture but his book, through which his personality is expressed, and his life continues. Jonson's two poems at the head of the 1623 folio have proved over the years to be the most formidable barrier to those wishing to _..prove that Shakespeare was not Shakespeare, but somebody else; to assert that no real evidence exists to link the player from Stratford to the works attributed to him. A not uncritical appraiser of his greatest colleague's writings, Jonson could scarcely have expressed himself more clearly or unambiguously than he does on this occasion, affirming that this man, known and beloved by him, pictured in the accompanying illustration, was indeed 'THE AUTHOR' of the works this volume contains.
In death as in life, Ben Jonson and William Shakespeare are intimately linked through these verses in the opening pages of the 1623 Folio; a book which, together with Jonson's own 1616 Folio, was to become a foundational volume in the history of collected editions in England, much imitated and emulated in the years to come, and in the establishment of Shakespeare's own reputation as a writer, in Jonson's own phrase-astonishingly predictive in 1623-'not of an age, but for all time'. The volume may also be seen as a landmark in the history of authorship itself; as what one might term, in homag~ to Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and much vexed textual argumentation still to come, the birth of the author. 49 Note. I am most grateful to Professors Martin Butler and Quentin Skinner for stimulating help and advice dti'ring the preparation of this lecture.
;:
49 See Richard Dutton, 'The Birth of the Author' in R. B. Parker and S. P. Zitner (eds.), Elizabethan Theater: Essays in Honor of S. Schoenbaum (Newark and London, 1996) , pp. 71-92.
